introduction 1920s, the question as to which class would rule society seemed immediately posed. From 1919-29, Communists in Central Europe repeatedly faced revolution. In England, Communists played a key role in the 1926 General Strike. Communists led revolutionary movements in Indonesia and China. If American Communists avoided the massive repression faced by their international comrades, it is only because they lacked these opportunities. In the popular imagination, American radicalism, after a brief upsurge during the First World War and in the heady days after the Bolshevik Revolution, was beaten back by Red Scare repression and 'roaring twenties' prosperity, enduring what a recent study of the American left labelled 'a dark decade of myopia and division' . Only with the Depression did Communism recover and 'bloom in the sunlight of a New Deal majority' .2
Judged by numbers alone, this appears correct. While at its birth in 1919 as a split from the Socialist Party (SP), the Communist Party counted tens of thousands of members, it soon atrophied-growing only a decade later during the Great Depression. In 1938, the party had 55,000 members, and in 1945 it had 65,000. Even in 1955, at the height of the Cold War, the FBI estimated that there were almost 23,000 members-almost twice the membership in 1928.3
Yet the importance of Communism in the 1920s is greater than its declining membership. There are several reasons why the Communists of the 1920s are important to study. First, if the child is father of the man, then understanding the 'mature' Communist Party of the 1930s requires examining its formative years. (Not just Wordsworth, but Mordecai Richler's description of Duddy Kravitz should be kept in mind when considering the evolution of the CP: 'A boy can be two, three, four potential people, but a man only one. He murders the others').
Second, while the 1920s were not the high point of Communist influence, this was a reflection of the period as much as of the party. F. Scott Fitzgerald described the 1920s as 'cynical rather than revolutionary' , and observed that it was 'characteristic of the Jazz Age that it had no interest in politics at all' . Amid this reactionary period, the Communists were the most important leftwing component of the labour movement. The American Federation of Labor
